City
Sidney

Montana’s Sunrise City

115 2nd Street S.E., Sidney, Montana - 406-433-2809
Local Government Review Board 6/18/26 (Open House at 5pm)
Agenda
June 18, 2026 at 5:30 PM
1.  Callto Order
2. New Business
a. Approval of Minutes: May 28th, 2026

b. Public Hearing: Tentative Report

c. Discuss and Approve Final Report

3. Old Business
4, Questions/ Comments from Public
5. Questions/ Comments from Board
6. Adjournment
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City
Sidney

Montana’s Sunrise City

115 2nd Street S.E., Sidney, Montana - 406-433-2809

Local Government Review Board 5/28/26
Minutes

May 28, 2026 at 5:30 PM

1. Call to Order

Chair Sergent called the meeting of the Local Government Review Board to order at
5:30pm.

Board Present: Sergent, Whiteman, Mayer

Other's Present: Mayor Norby, Interim CAO Chamberlin, Alderman Joe Kauffman, Ivy Cross

2. New Business
a. May 7th, 2026 Meeting Minutes
Motion was made to approve.

Motion made by Whiteman, Seconded by Mayer.
Voting Yea: Sergent, Whiteman, Mayer

b. Review and Approve Tentative Report

The Local Government Review Board stated they had reviewed and submitted changes to
the provided Tentative Report and had no further changes.

Motion was made to approve the Tentative Report.

Motion made by Mayer, Seconded by Whiteman.
Voting Yea: Sergent, Whiteman, Mayer

c. Public Outreach/Social Media Plan for Tentative Report and Open House Planning
6/18/26

The City of Sidney is an equal opportunity provider.
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Ms. Cross presented a plan for social media outreach to get as many people to the open
house and public hearing on June 18th, which included graphics on the proposed ballot
items and for the meeting itself that will be posted at least 3 times a week between now
and then. Interim CAO Chamberlin added this is addition to the required public hearing
notice in the newspaper, the hopeful articles the newspapers will run and that the
Tentative Report will be on the City website with a link to it included with every post. It
was the general consensus of the LGRB to move forward as presented.

Interim CAO Chamberlin inquired to the LGRB what food they would like presented at the
open house and presented Ms. Cross's pro's and con's for pizza, charcutier and dessert bar
options. It was the general consensus of the LGRB to have pizza and breadsticks at the
meeting, ordering 5 pizzas but leaving it up to Interim CAO Chamberlin to order more if it
seems like the public participation will warrant, with the Open House starting at 5:00pm
and the meeting with the public hearing starting at 5:30pm. Interim CAO Chamberlin
stated Ms. Cross will create poster boards for the open house also.

Old Business

Nothing.

Questions/ Comments from Public

Nothing.

Questions/ Comments from Board

Nothing.

Adjournment

Next meeting: June 18th, 2026 (Open House 5:00pm, Public Hearing 5:30pm)

Adjourned at 5:40pm.

The City of Sidney is an equal opportunity provider.
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Item b.

1. Introduction

The City of Sidney Local Government Review Board was established pursuant to Article XI, Section 9 of
the Montana Constitution and Title 7, Chapter 3 of the Montana Code Annotated, which requires
periodic voter review of local government. This review process provides the community with an
opportunity to evaluate the City’s current form, structure, powers, and service responsibilities and to
consider alternative forms or powers of government authorized under Montana law.

Throughout the review process, the Board held public meetings, analyzed Montana statutes and
constitutional provisions, examined governance structures used in other comparable Montana
municipalities, and gathered feedback from residents, elected officials, staff, and community
stakeholders.

This Tentative Final Report summarizes the Board’s work, outlines the options considered, and presents
recommendations and ballot questions for voter consideration.
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2. Letter to the Citizens of Sidney

To the Citizens of Sidney:

The Sidney Local Government Review Board respectfully submits this Tentative Final Report to the
residents of the City of Sidney.

The purpose of the Local Government Review process is to periodically examine the structure and
powers of local government and determine whether changes should be considered by the voters. Over
the course of this review, the Board examined Sidney’s current representation structure, reviewed self-
governing powers authorized under Montana law, evaluated practices used by other Montana
municipalities, and gathered feedback through public outreach and discussion. Following its review, the
Board voted to recommend retaining Sidney’s current Mayor-Council form of government without
change.

The Board also voted to place two separate questions before the voters:

1. A proposed change to the City Council representation structure while maintaining six council
members and three wards; and
2. Whether the City of Sidney should adopt self-governing powers.

This report provides background information, analysis, and explanation regarding those proposals so
that voters may make informed decisions.

The Board thanks the residents of Sidney for their participation, feedback, and engagement throughout
this process.

Respectfully submitted,
City of Sidney Local Government Review Board
Janet Sergent, Chair

Wade Whiteman

Jordan Mayer
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3. Summary of Study Commission Activities

The Sidney Local Government Review Board conducted its review over approximately eighteen months.
During that time, the Board held public meetings, did public outreach, reviewed Montana statutes and
constitutional provisions relating to local government, examined examples from other Montana
communities, and discussed community concerns related to representation, governance, and local
authority.

Public participation and transparency were central components of the review process. Meetings were
open to the public, public comment was accepted throughout the process, and meeting materials were
made available consistent with Montana open meeting laws. The Board:

e Conducted regular public meetings and work sessions

e Reviewed Montana constitutional and statutory provisions relating to local government review

e Reviewed forms and powers of government available under Montana law

e Examined examples from other Montana municipalities regarding ward representation, at-large
representation, and self-governing powers

e Reviewed public comments and survey feedback

e Discussed representation, governance, administrative flexibility, and local authority

In early 2025, prior to the commencement of the formal review process, members of the Local
Government Review Board attended study commissioner training provided by the MSU Local
Government Center. During this training, Board members received an overview of the purpose and
responsibilities of the local government review process, the current powers, form, and structure of the
City of Sidney, and the alternative forms of government and powers authorized under Montana law.

In April 2026, members of the Board attended Local Government Review and governance-related
training sessions referenced in Board meeting minutes. The training focused on the forms and powers of
government available under Montana law and the procedural responsibilities of local government
review boards. Including:

e General governing powers versus self-governing powers

e Charter governments

e Ward and at-large representation structures

e Statutory and constitutional limitations on local governments

e Ballot requirements and voter education responsibilities

e Examples of governance structures utilized by other Montana municipalities
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4. Findings of the Study Commission
Scope of Review

The Board examined the City of Sidney’s current structure of representation and powers under Montana
law. Sidney currently operates under a Mayor-Council form of government with general governing
powers. We currently have:

e Three wards

e  Six council members

e Two council members elected from each ward
e Four-year staggered terms

e Every two years, one council member from each ward is elected (3 are up for election at one
time)

Representation Findings

The Board discussed the strengths and limitations of the current representation structure. Board
members reviewed examples from other Montana municipalities utilizing ward-based, at-large, and
hybrid representation structures.

Supporters of the existing structure emphasized:

e Strong neighborhood representation
e Direct accountability between council members and ward residents
e Geographic balance throughout the community

e Familiarity and continuity within the existing election structure
Supporters of a hybrid representation structure emphasized:

e Increased citywide accountability

e Broader representation of community-wide issues

e Greater opportunity for collaboration between council members

e Retaining ward representation while incorporating citywide elected positions

e Increase likeliness of voter participation

Following discussion and review, the Board determined that presenting a hybrid representation
structure to voters would allow residents to directly determine whether a combination of ward and at-
large representation would better serve the community moving forward.

Under the proposed structure:

e Sidney would continue to have three wards

e Sidney would continue to have six council members
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e One council member would be elected from each ward
e Three council members would be elected at-large by all city voters

e Council members would continue serving staggered four-year terms
The proposed election cycle would maintain staggered elections every two years, with either:

e One ward seat and two at-large seats elected, or

e Two ward seats and one at-large seat elected
Self-Governing Powers Findings

The Board also reviewed the differences between general governing powers and self-governing powers
under Montana law.

Under general governing powers, municipalities may exercise only those powers specifically authorized
by state law.

Under self-governing powers, municipalities may exercise powers not prohibited by the Montana
Constitution, state law, or the municipality’s charter.

The Board reviewed educational materials, statutory language, examples from Montana municipalities,
public comments, and information presented during governance training sessions.

Considerations Discussed in Support of Self-Governing Powers

Board discussions identified several reasons some communities choose to adopt self-governing powers,
including:

e Increased local flexibility

e Greater ability to address local concerns without seeking additional state authorization
e Additional flexibility in local administration and organization

e Ability to tailor ordinances, procedures, and local programs to community needs

e Increased local control over administrative and operational decisions

Supporters of self-governing powers often described the concept as providing local governments with a
broader toolbox for local problem solving while still remaining subject to constitutional and statutory
limitations.

The Board also discussed examples of local authority that may be impacted by self-governing powers,
including:

e Local nuisance and noise ordinances

e Administrative organization and procedures

e Ethics and disclosure policies
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e Recreation and local service programs

e Local licensing or operational regulations where not preempted by state law
Considerations Discussed Against Self-Governing Powers
The Board also discussed concerns commonly associated with self-governing powers, including:

e Concerns regarding the use of a charter restrict the city in the future in unknown ways today
e Concerns regarding public understanding of self-governing authority

e Self-governing powers are not irreversible. Future voters retain the ability through Montana’s
local government review and election processes to return the City to general powers if the
community later determines that is appropriate.

Board members also emphasized that self-governing powers do not:

e Allow the City to override state or federal law
e Provide unlimited governmental authority
e Override constitutional protections or rights

e Remove the Legislature’s ability to limit or preempt local authority

The Board concluded that the issue of self-governing powers involves long-term questions regarding
local authority and flexibility and is therefore appropriate for direct voter consideration.
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5. Comparison of Existing and Proposed Plans of Government

a. Comparison of Specific Characteristics

Item b.

Characteristic Existing Structure Proposed Structure

Number of Wards 3 3

Number of Council

Members ° °

Ward Representatives 2 per ward 1 per ward
At-Large Representatives |[None 3

Terms of Office 4 years staggered 4 years staggered

. 1 seat per ward every 2 Combination of ward and at-large seats every 2
Election Cycle
years years

General Governing ) .
Government Powers b Self-Governing Powers if approved
owers

b. Recommendations and Reasons
The Board recommends presenting both proposals directly to the voters.
The Board determined that:

e The proposed hybrid representation structure could improve balance between ward
representation and citywide accountability

e Maintaining six council members preserves representation levels while modernizing the
structure

e The question of self-governing powers is appropriate for voter consideration because it affects
the long-term authority and flexibility of the City

The Board also recognizes that reasonable arguments exist both in favor of and against self-governing
powers and changes to representation structure.
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6. Minority Report
Pursuant to Montana law, Jordan Mayer submits the following Minority Report.

While | respect the work completed by the Board and support providing voters with clear choices, |
believe additional caution should be exercised regarding the adoption of self-governing powers.

Self-governing powers provide broader local authority and flexibility; however, they may also create
uncertainty regarding the extent of local governmental powers and increase the potential for
inconsistent regulation or legal disputes. Additionally, self-governing powers may lead to increased
regulation or governmental expansion, reduced consistency between local governments across the
state, and broader authority being exercised by future elected officials than currently exists under
general governing powers.

| also believe the current representation structure has historically provided strong geographic
representation through direct ward-based elections. While Sidney may not be a large community, it is
diverse enough that a majority of City Council representation originating from one area or neighborhood
could influence decision-making in a way that may not fully reflect the interests of the community as a
whole.

The proposed hybrid representation model is an approach currently being explored by many
communities and may offer potential benefits; however, it remains relatively untested in comparison to
more traditional ward-based structures. As a result, the long-term impacts and potential unintended
consequences of such a system remain uncertain.

For these reasons, | believe voters should carefully consider both the potential benefits and potential
drawbacks associated with the proposed changes.

| also believe voters should consider the relatively limited level of public participation during the review
process compared to the overall population of the City of Sidney. Public attendance at Local
Government Review Board meetings totaled approximately twenty-five (25) individuals across five
meetings, excluding Board members and City staff, and the public survey received approximately eighty-
one (81) responses. While those who participated provided valuable input, these participation levels
represent only a small portion of the community. Given the significance and long-term impact of
potential changes to the City’s governmental powers and representation structure, | believe broader
public engagement would provide greater confidence that the proposed changes reflect the informed
preferences of the community as a whole.

Respectfully submitted,

Jordan Mayer
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7. Supplementary Report

The Board may include supplemental materials, public comments, survey summaries, or additional explanatory
information in this section prior to adoption of the Final Report.

8. Certificate A - Existing Plan of Government

The City of Sidney currently operates under a Mayor-Council form of government with general governing powers
as authorized under Montana law.

The current representation structure consists of:

e Three wards
e  Six council members

e  Two council members elected from each ward
e Four-year staggered terms

9. Certificate B — Proposed Plan of Government - Representation Change

If approved by the voters, the proposed representation structure shall consist of:

e Three wards
e  Six council member’s total
e  One council member elected from each ward

e Three council members elected at-large
e  Four-year staggered terms

Elections shall continue every two years on a staggered basis.

10. Certificate C — Proposed Plan of Government - Self-Governing Powers

If approved by the voters, the City of Sidney shall adopt self-governing powers pursuant to Article XI, Section 6 of
the Montana Constitution.

The City shall retain its existing Mayor-Council form of government unless otherwise modified by law.

11. Certificate D — Establishing the Election Date

The proposed ballot questions shall be submitted to the voters of the City of Sidney at the November 2026 General
Election.
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12. Certificate E — Official Ballot Language

Question 1 — Representation Structure
Shall the City of Sidney revise its council representation structure from:

e Three wards with two council members elected from each ward?
to:

e Three wards with one council member elected from each ward and three council members elected at-
large citywide?

____FOR the proposed representation change
____AGAINST the proposed representation change

Question 2 — Self-Governing Powers
Shall the City of Sidney adopt self-governing powers pursuant to Article XI, Section 6 of the Montana Constitution?

____FOR adopting self-governing powers
____AGAINST adopting self-governing powers

13. Certificate F — Effective Date If Approved

If approved by the voters, the proposed changes shall take effect January 1, 2027, unless otherwise provided by
law.

14. Appendix
a. City of Sidney Local Government Review Survey

The appendix shall include survey materials, public outreach summaries, and related supporting documents
utilized during the Local Government Review process.
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June 18, 2026

Local Government Review Committee
City of Sidney, Montana

Dear Committee Members,

Thank you for the time you have spent reviewing Sidney's form of government and
considering recommendations for the ballot.

| support placing self-governing powers before the voters. | believe self-government gives
the City more flexibility to solve local problems locally, and | trust Sidney residents to
decide whether they want that authority.

I do not support changing three of our six council positions to at-large seats.

The biggest reason is representation. Today, each ward has two council members. That
means every area of Sidney has an equal voice at the table. While we do not often see
major disagreements between wards today, | do not think that is guaranteed forever. As
Sidney grows and changes, different parts of town will naturally have different priorities and
needs.

I spend a lot of time looking at how local governments make decisions about infrastructure,
parks, capital improvements, growth, and neighborhood investment. Even issues that
seem small on the surface can have very different impacts depending on where you live.
Sidewalk replacement projects, street reconstruction, utility improvements, park
investments, trail development, drainage projects, traffic concerns, and future growth
areas do not affect every neighborhood equally. The current system guarantees that every
area of Sidney has equal representation when those decisions are being discussed and
prioritized.

| worry that at-large positions could gradually shift representation toward certain areas of
town. It may not happen immediately, but over time there is nothing preventing multiple at-
large council members from coming from the same area of Sidney while another area loses
representation. When major decisions are being made about capital projects,
infrastructure investments, growth policies, or long-term planning priorities, | think equal
geographic representation is important.

| have heard the argument that at-large positions could increase civic engagement.
Personally, | do not see it. The City has heavily invested in efforts to be transparent and
accessible. Meetings are open, agendas and packets are available to the public, meetings
are streamed online, and information is regularly shared with residents. Jessie can provide
a spreadsheet showing attendance at council meetings over time.
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Jessie can provide you a spreadsheet of attendees for the last 5 years — you’ll see that the
bulk of our attendees are from Mr. Faulhaber’s government class or are consultants
working for the city. If people are not showing up to meetings now, | do not believe itis
because they are being held back from leadership positions. The opportunity to participate
already exists. Residents can attend meetings, serve on boards and committees, run for
office, or engage with their elected officials. In my opinion, changing the council structure
will not create civic engagement where it does not already exist.

I am also concerned that many voters will not fully understand what this change means. On
the surface, it sounds simple. In reality, it is a significant change to how Sidney is
represented and how decisions are made. | am not comfortable making a structural change
that could impact representation for the next decade based on a ballot question that many
residents may not fully understand. Once implemented, there is no guarantee it would be
easy to reverse.

That said, | do understand the desire for council members to think about the city as a
whole. If Sidney adopts self-governing powers, | would support exploring a system where all
council members are elected by all city residents while still maintaining ward residency
requirements and equal representation among the wards. That approach would give every
voter a voice in every council election while preserving balanced representation across the
city.

For these reasons, | support placing self-governing powers on the ballot, but | do not
support changing three council positions to at-large seats.

Thank you for your consideration.
Sincerely,

Kali Buxbaum
Sidney City Council, Ward 2
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